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Nelissen, Breugelmans, & Pieters, 2008) and to dis-
tinguish between specific emotions when studying 
a certain phenomenon (Mitas, Yarnal, Adams, & 
Ram, 2012). Specific emotions have specific conse-
quences in terms of behavior. For instance, feeling 
sad will have an effect on behavior that is differ-
ent from an effect of feeling guilty. However, both 
these emotions are considered to be of negative 
valence. When only valence is studied, the distinc-
tion between different emotions of the same valence 
Introduction
The study of emotional responses within tourism 
experiences is relatively new. Earlier work focused 
mostly on moods (e.g., Pearce, 1981) or adopted a 
more general approach of emotions in terms of posi-
tive and negative affect (e.g., Gilbert &  Abdullah, 
2004; Nawijn, 2011). Psychologists emphasized that 
it is better to separate emotions from more general 
affective states (Lerner & Keltner, 2000; Zeelenberg, 
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This study assessed the effect of visitors’ personality and emotional response on finding positive mean-
ing in life and the intention to spread positive word of mouth. The sample (n = 260) consists of visitors 
to Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum near Berlin. Findings indicate that the emotion of interest 
positively contributes to finding positive meaning in life and positive word of mouth. The effects of per-
sonality are marginal. Personality explains little of the variance in positive meaning and positive word 
of mouth. Emotional response accounts for 25% of the variance in finding positive meaning in life—in 
terms of finding personal benefit from the visit, controlled for personality. Despite the dominant nega-
tive emotional response, tourists find positive meaning in their visit. These findings correspond with 
those observed in studies on personal trauma and loss. Positive meaning could potentially contribute to 
adjustment processes to cope with what occurred. Future research should include address longer term 
effects on postvisit behavior.
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is lost, and consequently, potential effects in terms 
of behavior may be lost too. Although effects of 
emotions are studied extensively, this is not studied 
in a nonhedonic tourism context. The present study 
addresses this gap in research and studies the effects 
of emotions on positive word of mouth and mean-
ing in life.
Studies on emotions in a tourism context focus 
almost completely on hedonically pleasant sites or 
trips (e.g., Bigné, Andreu, & Gnoth, 2005; Hosany 
& Gilbert, 2010; Nawijn & Damen, 2014). Little is 
known about tourists’ emotional response in non-
hedonic tourism contexts. The nonhedonic context 
of this study is the former concentration camp of 
Sachsenhausen. Motives for tourists to visit for-
mer Nazi camps are not different from motivations 
found in regular heritage studies (cf. Biran, Poria, 
& Oren, 2011; Isaac & Çakmak, 2014). These 
motivations include educational motives, emotional 
involvement, identity formation and affirmation, 
connecting to one’s own heritage, and seeking an 
authentic experience (Biran et al., 2011).
Studies that deal specifically with emotions at 
former Nazi camp sites are limited. As far as the 
authors are aware, there exists only one study that 
investigated the intensity of tourists’ experience via 
a predetermined set of emotions. Nawijn and Fricke 
(2015) studied visitors to the Concentration Camp 
Memorial Neuengamme. Their study found that 
tourists feel negative emotions more intensely than 
positive emotions, which contrasts with emotional 
experience at hedonic sites (e.g., Lin, Kerstetter, 
Nawijn, & Mitas, 2014). Although Nawijn and 
Fricke (2015) studied emotional response on-site, 
Nawijn, Isaac, Gridnevskiy, and Van Liempt (2015) 
studied expected emotional response and their 
study revealed that potential visitors to concentra-
tion camp memorials expect to feel a mix of posi-
tive and negative emotions. Emotional responses 
are mainly trigged by the direct environment, but 
tourists’ emotions are also partly influenced by their 
personality (Lin et al., 2014). For instance, accord-
ing to Lin et al. (2014), extraverted tourists experi-
ence less sadness and fear. These findings underpin 
the importance of studying personality and their 
relation to emotions in a tourism context.
The context of this study is the Sachsenhausen 
Memorial and Museum. Sachsenhausen is a former 
SS concentration camp located north of Berlin. Over 
200,000 people were imprisoned at Sachsenhausen 
and an estimated 65,000 were killed (Farmer, 1995; 
Memorial and Museum Sachsenhausen, 2014). The 
Sachsenhausen concentration camp was built in 
1936. In the early years, most prisoners were politi-
cal opponents of National Socialism. From 1938 
and onwards, other groups were imprisoned, such as 
Sinti and Roma, criminals, homosexuals, and Jews. 
In 1939 the camp began to include prisoners of war 
and people from occupied countries. By 1944, 90% 
of the prisoners were non-Germans, mainly from 
the Soviet Union and Poland. The prisoners were 
used as forced laborers in the industry yard next 
to the camp. Prisoners could also be put into so-
called punishment units, which were developed by 
the SS. Medical experiments were conducted on 
some of the prisoners. Evacuation of the camp was 
ordered on February 1, 1945, when it became clear 
that the Russian Red Army was approaching. Many 
prisoners were murdered in the industrial yard and 
during the evacuation of the subcamps. Others 
were deported to Mauthausen or Bergen-Belsen. 
Sachsenhausen was liberated on April 22, 1945, by 
Soviet and Polish troops (Memorial and Museum 
Sachsenhausen, 2014).
Literature Review
Emotions
Emotions are short-lived affective responses 
caused by the direct environment of an individual 
(cf. Izard, 1977; Plutchik, 1980). To clarify the dif-
ferent phases involved in an emotional experience, 
Scherer (2005) distinguishes five main compo-
nents, including (1) a cognitive component in the 
form of appraisal, (2) a neurophysiological com-
ponent, which concerns bodily symptoms, (3) a 
motivational component that determines action, 
(4) a motor expression component, and (5) feelings. 
These phases relate to a single event. A distinction 
based on valence or activation (Russell, 1980) is 
useful to provide an overall view of a certain con-
text. For instance, it is insightful to know that, 
generally speaking, a vacation increases positive 
emotions (Mitas, Yarnal, Adams et al., 2012), while 
retaining negative emotions at a stable level (Lin 
et al., 2014). However, a single event can coactivate 
multiple emotions of potentially different valence 
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and activation (cf. Larsen, Hemenover, Norris, & 
Cacioppo, 2003). Therefore, an emotion-specific 
approach is required, as specific emotions may lead 
to specific outcomes (Lerner & Keltner, 2000). 
An important reason to examine the valence of 
specific emotions is the broaden and build theory 
(Fredrickson, 2001, 2004), which explains the 
long-term quality of life outcomes of frequent 
positive emotional experiences. Positive emotions 
have motivational components that are relatively 
broader than neutral or negative emotions, empow-
ering individuals to build personal resources such 
as relationships, information, and self-awareness 
over time. At the same time, negative emotions are 
themselves adaptive and culturally appropriate in 
certain contexts.
Nawijn and Fricke (2015) reviewed studies on 
emotional response at dark tourism sites and con-
clude that (1) negative emotions dominate the emo-
tional responses reported in visitor studies at dark 
sites and that (2) visits to dark sites coactivate neg-
ative and positive emotional responses. Contrary to 
a hedonic context, the study at Neuengamme dem-
onstrated that negative emotions explain more of 
the variance in behavioral intentions than positive 
emotions (Nawijn & Fricke, 2015). Their review 
underlines earlier remarks by Preece and Price 
(2005) and Walter (2009) that existing studies on 
tourists’ emotions at dark tourism sites are gener-
ally descriptive rather than analytical.
Personality
Personality deals with individual differences in 
terms of behavior, cognition, and emotion. The cur-
rent dominant view on personality is that of the Five-
Factor Model, also known as the Big Five (McCrae 
& Costa, 1991; McCrae & John, 1992). The Big 
Five model posits that personality can be organized 
in five traits, namely openness, conscientiousness, 
extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (i.e., 
emotional stability). Personality is highly heritable 
(Turkheimer & Waldron, 2000). For instance, twin 
studies showed that heritability per trait ranges 
between 42% and 57% (Bouchard Jr. & McGue, 
2003). Furthermore, four of the five traits are asso-
ciated with the volume of particular brain regions 
(DeYoung et al., 2010), highlighting the biological 
basis of personality. Personality traits are relatively 
stable over the life course, particularly for adults 
(cf. Costa & McCrae, 1994; Gustavsson, Weinryb, 
Göransson, Pedersen, & Åsberg, 1997). Emotions 
are partially determined by personality traits. For 
instance, extraversion is generally related to posi-
tive emotions, whereas neuroticism is more often 
associated with negative emotions (Rusting & 
Larsen, 1997).
Meaning in Life
Meaning in life is an often-discussed concept 
(Baumeister, 1991). The conceptualization of mean-
ing in life is not straightforward and multiple interpre-
tations of the phenomenon exist. This study follows 
a conceptualization of Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, and 
Larson (1998). These authors distinguished two 
forms of meaning in life. One type reflects the past, 
in the sense that this type of meaning deals with 
making sense of what happened. The second type of 
meaning in life looks more to the future and tries to 
attach a positive meaning to negative events (Davis 
et al., 1998). This form of meaning in life is gen-
erally defined as “positive meaning.” Such posi-
tive meaning can be found in times of adversity (cf. 
Bower et al., 2005; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; 
Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003) and 
fits well with the context of this study. A major ben-
efit of finding positive meaning is that it strengthens 
resilience, which can result in increased well-being 
over time (Davis et al., 1998). For these reasons, the 
focus is on this particular aspect of meaning in life in 
the present study.
Earlier work in the area of dark tourism has 
found that visits to such places do contribute to 
finding meaning in life as visits include a confron-
tation with death, which forces visitors to reflect 
on their own life and its meaning. For instance, 
a study of visitors to the Shoah memorial museum 
in Jerusalem by E. H. Cohen (2011) found that 
tourists’ understanding of the Shoah is enhanced by 
the museum experience. Similarly, Thurnell-Read 
(2009) reported that visitors to Auschwitz have a 
better understanding of the Holocaust because of 
their visit. Potentially, a visit to a concentration 
camp memorial also allows visitors to find positive 
meaning in the sense that their reflections and com-
parison can contribute to finding positive mean-
ing through their emotional experience. Holocaust 
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work on emotional response in hedonically unpleas-
ant tourism contexts, which used a limited 10-item 
emotion scale (Nawijn & Fricke, 2015) or mainly 
qualitative methods (e.g., Best, 2007; Stone, 2012; 
Thurnell-Read, 2009). The research questions of this 
study are: (1) How do tourists’ emotional responses 
explain positive meaning derived from the visit over 
and above personality? (2) How do tourists’ emo-
tional responses explain positive word of mouth over 
and above personality? (3) Does positive meaning 
mediate the potential effect of emotions on positive 
word of mouth?
Methodology
Study Design and Data Collection
The data for this study were collected using 
a self-administered survey questionnaire at the 
Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum between 
March 18, 2014 and March 23, 2014. A nonprob-
ability diversity sampling approach was used. Visi-
tors were approached at the exit of the memorial, 
which every visitor passes after their visit, and 
asked to participate in the survey. Data were col-
lected on various days of the week over periods of 
time lasting 3 to 5 hr to increase the diversity of 
visitors. Two hundred seventy-nine visitors com-
pleted the survey. In terms of nationality, the larg-
est number of respondents was German (27.3%), 
with visitors from Spain (13.1%) and the US 
(11.2%) also substantially represented. Gender divi-
sion was almost equal (52.7% female; 47.3% male). 
The oldest respondent was 80 years old (M = 33.15; 
SD = 15.371).
Study Instrument
The self-report questionnaire was created in the 
English language and translated to German and 
Spanish. The German version of the questionnaire 
was translated from English to German by one of 
the authors, who is a native German speaker. The 
German version was checked for potential transla-
tion issues by three native German speakers and a 
bilingual speaker. The Spanish version of the ques-
tionnaire was translated from English by one of the 
authors. The Spanish version was checked by two 
native Spanish speakers and an English-Spanish 
memorial visits are emotional (Nawijn & Fricke, 
2015), and provide a sense of meaning to tourists 
(Thurnell-Read, 2009), but the link between emo-
tions and meaning in life remains unexplored. This 
study addresses this gap in research.
Objective of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine how 
tourists’ emotional response to a visit of the Sach-
senhausen Memorial and Museum affects find-
ing positive meaning in life and the intention to 
spread positive word of mouth. Extending pre-
vious research on these effects (e.g., Nawijn & 
Fricke, 2015), potential effects of personality are 
controlled for, as personality is intertwined with 
emotional response and an important interindivid-
ual difference for understanding and communicat-
ing with different market segments. It is relevant 
to study emotional response of tourists in a non-
hedonic tourism context based on the principle 
that people tend to avoid pain and seek pleasure. 
This theoretical assumption of a pleasure-seeking 
tendency in individuals dates back to the ancient 
Greeks and has been confirmed empirically in 
numerous studies (Higgins, 1997). Also in tour-
ism/leisure contexts it is generally accepted—and 
expected—that a positive consumption experience 
has positive effects, whereas a negative consump-
tion experience has negative effects (Soscia, 2007). 
However, this notion is proven to be too simplis-
tic (cf. Higgins, 1997; Lerner & Keltner, 2000; 
Zeelenberg et al., 2008). Additionally, emotional 
involvement is an important reason for people to 
visit a dark tourism site (Biran et al., 2011). By 
studying visitor emotions in such a context, it is 
expected to find that visitors do not only experi-
ence pleasure (i.e., positive emotions), but also pain 
(i.e., negative emotions). Thus, although a visit 
coactivates pain and pleasure (cf. Nawijn & Fricke, 
2015), a mix of emotions of different valence is 
expected to be associated with positive word of 
mouth and an experience that is meaningful to visi-
tors in a positive way.
By using a quantitative approach in the study of 
emotion and personality, including a contemporary 
personality scale (Rammstedt & John, 2007) and 
an elaborate 24-item emotion scale, this study also 
represents a different approach compared to earlier 
Delivered by Ingenta to: NHTV Breda University of Professional Education
IP: 194.171.178.174 On: Mon, 09 Oct 2017 09:04:17
Article(s) and/or figure(s) cannot be used for resale. Please use proper citation format when citing this article
including the DOI, publisher reference, volume number and page location.
 EFFECTS OF VISITORS’ PERSONALITY AND EMOTIONS 353
retest reliability (Rammstedt & John, 2007). The 
BFI-10 was calculated according to instructions 
by Rammstedt and John (2007). Intercorrelations 
between the traits were mostly nonsignificant 
(p > 0.05). Small significant intercorrelations were 
observed between extraversion and neuroticism 
(r = −0.129; p = 0.041), between neuroticism and 
conscientiousness (r = −0.127; p = 0.045), and con-
scientiousness and openness (r = 0.149; p = 0.019). 
Overall, this implies that the BFI-10 produced valid 
measures of personality traits.
Positive Word of Mouth
Positive word of mouth was included as a behav-
ioral intention. Earlier work has also included 
revisit intention (Nawijn & Fricke, 2015). Revisit 
intention was excluded from the present article as 
revisit intention is generally low for concentration 
camp memorials, thus not necessarily related to 
the visitor experience. Furthermore, revisit inten-
tion corresponds only weakly to actual behavior 
(McKercher & Tse, 2012). Positive word of mouth 
was scored on a 5-point scale that ranged from 
“strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5).
Positive Meaning in Life
Three items that comprised positive meaning in 
life were derived from a study by Fredrickson et al. 
(2003). The items were “I feel I will have a posi-
tive benefit from my visit”; “I think that there is 
something to learn from my visit”; and “I can find 
positive meaning in my visit.” These items used a 
5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly 
agree). Cronbach’s alpha for positive meaning in 
life (0.834) indicated good internal consistency and 
reliability (Cortina, 1993). A positive meaning in 
life variable was created by calculating the mean 
score of these three items.
Data Screening and Analysis
The emotion items, positive meaning in life 
items, and positive word of mouth were screened for 
severely incomplete responses. Nineteen question-
naires were omitted as more than half of responses 
to these key items on the questionnaire were miss-
ing. Thus, the final sample comprised 260 visitors.
language teacher. Logistical limitations precluded 
translation into further languages. The choice for 
English, German, and Spanish questionnaires cor-
responded with observed language abilities of visi-
tors to the site.
Emotions
Psychological as well as tourism research on 
emotions typically uses a list of emotion words 
that participants are asked to rate based on the 
intensity of their feelings (e.g., PANAS; Watson, 
Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). A single, widely favored 
scale to measure emotions in a leisure or tourism 
context does not exist (cf. Buda, d’Hauteserre, & 
Johnston, 2014; J. Lee & Kyle, 2013; Lin et al., 
2014). The current study adopts a 24-item emotion 
scale. Twelve positive emotions were included: 
awe, contentment, curiosity, fascination, gratitude, 
hope, interest, joy, love, positive surprise, pride, 
and respect. Twelve negative emotions were also 
included: anger, despair, disgust, embarrassment, 
fear, grief, guilt, horror, negative surprise, sadness, 
shame, and shock. The choice for these emotions 
was based on scales used by Nawijn and Fricke 
(2015) and Lin et al. (2014). Almost all emotion 
items of these scales were used, with some excep-
tions based on previous international tourism data 
collections in which complex emotion words were 
not understood by respondents (Gillet, Schmitz, 
& Mitas, 2013). Respondents indicated the extent 
to which they had felt each emotion during their 
visit. Every emotion item was scored on a 5-point 
scale that ranged from “not at all” (1) to “very 
strongly” (5).
Personality
The BFI-10 by Rammstedt and John (2007) was 
used to measure personality in terms of the Big 
Five (McCrae & John, 1992). The BFI-10 is a short 
version of the BFI-44 and especially designed for 
research settings with limited time constraints. Lin 
et al. (2014) used the 10-item personality inven-
tory (TIPI; Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann Jr., 2003). 
The BFI-10 performs better than the TIPI, due 
to its lower intercorrelations and the clear five-
factor structure. The BFI-10 captures 70% of the 
full variance in the BFI-44 and retains 85% of its 
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positive word of mouth over and above personal-
ity?”) was tested by performing a linear regression 
analysis in the same way, with positive word of 
mouth included in the first step (Step 1). Finally, the 
analysis checked whether positive meaning medi-
ated the potential effect of emotional responses on 
positive word of mouth, which tackled the third 
research question (“Does positive meaning mediate 
the potential effect of emotions on positive word of 
mouth?”). This potential mediation was tested via 
a path model that tested direct and indirect effects 
of emotions on positive word of mouth, potentially 
mediated by positive meaning in life. To this end, a 
path model in AMOS version 22 was used.
Results
Visitors feel interest (M = 4.24, SD = 0.791), 
sadness (M = 4.10, SD = 1.022), horror (M = 3.93, 
SD = 1.088), and disgust (M = 3.90, SD = 1.159) 
the most intensely during their visit to Sachsen-
hausen Memorial and Museum. Felt least intensely 
are joy (M = 1.26, SD = 0.701), pride (M = 1.30, 
SD = 0.768), contentment (M = 1.73, SD = 1.052), 
and love (M = 1.75, SD = 1.168). Negative emo-
tions are felt more intensely (M = 3.22, SD = 0.776) 
than positive emotions (M = 2.45, SD = 0.585). An 
overview of all mean scores and standard devia-
tions is presented in Table 1.
The visitors in the sample are generally quite 
willing to spread positive word of mouth (M = 4.41; 
SD = 0.850). Positive meaning in life is also rela-
tively high (M = 4.16; SD = 0.834).
The first research question was answered by per-
forming a regression analysis with positive mean-
ing. The personality traits were entered in Step 1 as 
controls. All emotions were added in Step 2. The 
findings are presented in Table 2. The model was 
significant as a whole. Of the total variance in posi-
tive meaning, 31.2% was explained by the model, 
F (29, 143) = 2.234, p < 0.005.
Contentment (β = −0.230, p = 0.014), positive 
surprise (β = 0.189, p = 0.023), and interest (β =  
0.307, p = 0.000) contributed significantly to the 
explained variance in positive meaning. The emo-
tions explained 25.0% of the variance in positive 
meaning. The personality traits explained 6.2% of 
the variance in positive meaning. Conscientiousness 
It is imperative to study emotions individually 
rather than in an aggregated manner, especially 
given the specific nonhedonic context of the study. 
In other words, emotions in this study are con-
sidered observed variables rather than latent fac-
tors. This makes sense theoretically, but to verify 
this assumption empirically, an exploratory factor 
analysis in SPSS version 21 was performed, fol-
lowed by a confirmatory factor analysis in AMOS 
version 22. As some correlation between the emo-
tions was to be expected, the oblique Promax rota-
tion technique was used. Due to issues such as 
cross-loadings, low communalities, and not load-
ing on a factor, 15 emotions were removed. The 
exploratory factor analysis finally resulted in a 
two-factor solution, which explained 45.538% of 
the variance. One factor contained four emotions, 
whereas the other factor contained five emotions. 
The emotions in the first factor were horror, sad-
ness, shock, and grief. The emotions in the second 
factor were shame, embarrassment, guilt, anger, 
and fear. The KMO score of 0.834 was good and 
Bartlett’s test was significant. The factor loadings 
in the final model were acceptable, but the model 
had three emotions with factor loadings below 0.5 
and the average factor loading on factor 2 did not 
exceed the preferred average of 0.7. The internal 
consistencies in terms of Cronbach’s alphas were 
good (0.809) and acceptable (0.754), respectively. 
The confirmatory factor analysis showed issues of 
common method bias, which could only be solved 
by removing embarrassment. However, this did 
not resolve the common method bias issue. On the 
contrary, it led to a covariance matrix that was not 
positive definite. This particular issue could not be 
resolved and consequently the initial factor model, 
as exposed via the exploratory factor analysis, could 
not be confirmed via confirmatory factor analysis.
The first research question (“How do tourists’ emo-
tional responses explain positive meaning derived 
from the visit over and above personality?”) was 
answered by performing a regression analysis on 
positive meaning in which all 24 emotions were 
added in Step 2, controlling for personality in Step 
1. Effect sizes were interpreted according to guide-
lines proposed by J. Cohen (1988). Missing values 
were excluded list wise. The second research ques-
tion (“How do tourists’ emotional responses explain 
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of emotions on positive word of mouth. In AMOS 
version 22, a path model was created using the 
emotions that have significant (p < 0.05) zero-order 
correlations with positive word of mouth. These 
are: awe, curiosity, hope, interest, positive surprise, 
respect, anger, disgust, horror, sadness, shame. The 
path model indicated that its fit was poor (e.g., 
CFI = 0.185; RMSEA = 0.186) and that there was 
no mediation effect. The indirect effects, in terms 
of the standardized regression coefficients, were all 
close to zero. The highest observed indirect effect 
was only 0.04. The direct effects were similar to 
those observed in the regression analyses. There-
fore, it is safe to say that there was no mediation 
effect of positive meaning. Consequently, positive 
word of mouth and positive meaning should be 
regarded as separate outcome variables.
is associated with positive meaning and with hor-
ror, shame, and joy. These emotions do not make an 
individual contribution in the explained variance of 
positive meaning in the regression analysis.
To answer the second research question, a regres-
sion analysis with positive word of mouth was 
performed. The personality traits were entered in 
Step 1, as control variables. In the following step, 
all emotions were added. The findings on positive 
word of mouth are presented in Table 3. The model 
was significant as a whole. The total variance 
explained in positive word of mouth was 32.8%, 
F (29, 143) = 2.403, p < 0.0001.
Shock and interest contribute significantly to 
the explained variance in positive word of mouth. 
Shock lowers positive word of mouth (β = −0.289, 
p = 0.010), whereas interest raises positive word 
of mouth (β = 0.329, p = 0.000). The emotions 
explained 28.5% of the variance in positive word 
of mouth. The personality traits explained approxi-
mately only 4% of the variance.
Finally, the analysis ended with a test of whether 
finding positive meaning in life mediates the effect 
Table 1
Tourists’ Emotional Response to Sachsenhausen
Emotion M SD
Interest 4.24 0.791
Sadness 4.10 1.022
Horror 3.93 1.088
Disgust 3.90 1.159
Curiosity 3.57 1.049
Shock 3.48 1.159
Anger 3.45 1.244
Grief 3.42 1.237
Respect 3.28 1.491
Shame 3.08 1.458
Negative surprise 3.00 1.285
Awe 2.97 1.346
Despair 2.94 1.262
Fascination 2.82 1.355
Fear 2.73 1.296
Hope 2.39 1.242
Embarrassment 2.39 1.356
Guilt 2.13 1.245
Gratitude 2.01 1.244
Positive surprise 1.99 1.177
Love 1.75 1.168
Contentment 1.73 1.052
Pride 1.30 0.768
Joy 1.26 0.701
Table 2
Regression for Positive Meaning With Emotions, 
Controlled for Personality Traits
Variable β Sig. R
2
 Change
Extraversion 0.429 0.062
Agreeableness 0.546
Conscientiousness 0.337
Neuroticism 0.709
Openness 0.640
Awe 0.422 0.250
Contentment −0.230 0.014
Curiosity 0.942
Fascination 0.684
Gratitude 0.836
Hope 0.737
Interest 0.307 0.000
Joy 0.356
Love 0.873
Positive surprise 0.189 0.023
Pride 0.064
Respect 0.207
Anger 0.262
Despair 0.417
Disgust 0.569
Embarrassment 0.793
Fear 0.933
Grief 0.289
Guilt 0.812
Horror 0.981
Negative surprise 0.295
Sadness 0.419
Shame 0.787
Shock 0.463
Note. Total R
2
 = 0.312, F = 2.234. Reported betas are stan-
dardized; R
2
 change indicated per Step.
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to or affected by dark tourism experiences such as 
Sachsenhausen (e.g., Wight, 2006). In contrast, the 
findings suggest that the experience at the site, spe-
cifically in terms of emotions, may be more pow-
erful than stable interindividual differences, such as 
personality. Second, research on hedonic vacations 
suggests that tourists’ personality can be an impor-
tant determinant of emotional response (Lin et al., 
2014). This study’s findings suggest that—in terms 
of finding positive meaning in life—the role of per-
sonality is rather limited in nonhedonic contexts.
The emotion of interest is of particular impor-
tance. Interest raises the extent to which visi-
tors find positive meaning through the visit and 
increases the likelihood of spreading positive word 
of mouth. Interest, an emotion sparked by novelty 
(Fredrickson, 1998), has been said to be the most 
common or even “default” human emotion (Izard, 
1977). Foundational studies asserted that tourism 
experiences are generally marked by modulated 
pursuit of novelty (e.g., Crompton, 1979), likely 
leading to feelings of interest across a variety of 
tourism experiences, such as brief outings focused 
on participants’ hobbies or passions (Mitas, Yarnal, 
& Chick, 2012). The sample’s experiences of 
Sachsenhausen suggest that, despite a different bal-
ance of positive to negative emotions, interest is at 
least as prominent in a dark tourism experience as 
in some hedonic types of trips.
The finding that negative emotions dominate the 
visitor experience is consistent with that of Nawijn 
and Fricke (2015) and Brown (2015), and concep-
tual work on visitor experiences at dark tourism 
sites (Stone & Sharpley, 2008). Although “nega-
tive” emotions are experienced more intensely on 
average, “positive” emotions contribute individu-
ally to the explained variance in finding positive 
meaning. Interest and positive surprise have a 
positive effect, whereas contentment has a negative 
effect on finding positive meaning in life.
These findings extend the work on the tourist 
experience at concentration camp memorials by 
showing that, despite a dominant negative emo-
tional response, tourists find positive meaning in 
their visit. The results match those observed in 
studies on personal trauma and loss, showing that 
effort in the form of cognitive framing (e.g., what 
happened was horrible, but we can learn from it to 
become better people) leads to positive long-term 
Conclusion and Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine 
how visitors’ emotional response to a visit of the 
Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum affects find-
ing positive meaning in life and the intention to 
spread positive word of mouth. Although emo-
tional response explained between 25% and 28.5% 
in the variance in behavioral intentions and posi-
tive meaning, the personality traits explained only 
between 4.2% and 6.2%. Thus, the findings indi-
cate that personality traits have hardly any effect 
on the consequences of the visit, in terms of find-
ing positive meaning in life and spreading positive 
word of mouth.
The importance of emotion over personality in the 
consequences of the visit extend existing literature in 
multiple ways. First, some authors have asserted that 
a certain “type” of person could be more attracted 
Table 3
Regression for Positive Word of Mouth With Emotions, 
Controlled for Personality Traits
Variable β Sig. R
2
 Change
Extraversion 0.724 0.042
Agreeableness 0.607
Conscientiousness 0.511
Neuroticism 0.409
Openness 0.993
Awe 0.106 0.285
Contentment 0.423
Curiosity 0.755
Fascination 0.252
Gratitude 0.302
Hope 0.177
Interest 0.329 0.000
Joy 0.843
Love 0.802
Positive surprise 0.051
Pride 0.325
Respect 0.586
Anger 0.055
Despair 0.222
Disgust 0.118
Embarrassment 0.620
Fear 0.962
Grief 0.950
Guilt 0.919
Horror 0.921
Negative surprise 0.774
Sadness 0.054
Shame 0.618
Shock −0.289 0.010
Note. Total R
2
 = 0.328, F = 2.403. Reported betas are stan-
dardized; R
2
 change indicated per Step.
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distinguish between specific emotions, it is impor-
tant for destinations and attractions to measure and 
manage for specific emotions, as each emotion has 
a unique set of causes and consequences. The find-
ings support this approach in the context of dark 
tourism sites.
Furthermore, the explained variances that were 
observed for positive meaning and positive word 
of mouth were somewhat low, namely 31.2% and 
32.8%, respectively. Likely cognitions such as atti-
tudes or beliefs explain part of the variance, which 
could not be uncovered in this study (cf. Y.-J. Lee, 
2016). Therefore, future studies should include 
both affective and cognitive measures.
Additionally, the focal point of meaning in this 
study is that of positive meaning in terms of ben-
efit finding. Another construal of meaning deals 
with making sense of what happened. According to 
Davis et al. (1998), this is a different type of mean-
ing that likely involves a different psychological 
process. This type of meaning is associated with 
less distress (Davis et al., 1998). In this study’s 
context, this could be related to negative emo-
tions experienced on site. Future research would be 
required to test this assumption.
Also, the findings of this study pose an interesting 
question for future research, namely if visitors to dark 
tourism sites are aware of the observed long-term out-
comes. It is also important to assess whether they see 
their visit as an unpleasant but ultimately beneficial 
investment in their future, or, in contrast, are unaware 
of the potential long-term impact of their visit.
Finally, although personality traits are con-
trolled for in the analyses, there is the possibility 
of an unknown third variable effect. Longitudinal 
research would be needed to clearly distinguish 
between cause and effect.
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